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Abstract 
The implementation of information that is easy-to-read and easy-to-understand on the Web is crucial to enable the broadest user 
group possible to make use of information that is presented on Web pages. Besides aspects of technical accessibility in terms of 
being able to reach the information, readability, understandability and memorability is an essential aspect of accessibility for 
people with disabilities and more user-friendly for all others. The paper presents different levels of accessible content and 
discusses how accessible content generation can reduce the complexity of the Web. 
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1. Introduction 
The UN-Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities [1] and a growing number of international and 
national legislation [2] underline that access to information in Plain language or Easy-to-Read is a matter of 
democracy and inclusion [3]. This holds also for the accessible Web. The underlying paper presents different levels 
of accessible content (Plain language (PL), Easy-to-Read (E2R)), outlines the addressed target audience of these 
literacy levels as well as how they influence or should influence the provision of Web content. The paper will 
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moreover propose solutions for Web Designers how to provide accessible content and to which extent accessible 
content should be offered. 
2. Are all Accessible Contents at the same Level? Plain Language vs. Easy-to-Read 
Accessible content as used in the paper is defined as written language and includes Easy-to-Read and Plain 
Language. Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) as another opportunity to provide accessible 
content is excluded from the used definition of accessible content and for AAC is assigned to the use of single 
words that can be composed to single phrases. 
Plain language minimizes jargon and uses sentence structure, strong verbs, word choice and more to ensure that 
the target readers can read, understand and use the information. Plain language organizes information in a way that 
is logical to the audience, uses visuals to make concepts, text and links easy-to-see and easy-to-understand. Plain 
language names no clearly defined target group but is information that is focused on readers [4] and tells as the 
first rule: write for your audience [5]. 
Whereas Easy-to-Read was invented to produce materials that are adapted to the literacy needs of people with 
cognitive disabilities. Cognitive disability – as seen in this paper - refers to disabilities arising from cognitive 
impairments, developmental retardation and understanding which means the ability to comprehend what you see 
and hear. People having such impairments may experience troubles learning new things, making generalizations 
from one situation to another or expressing themselves through spoken or written language [6]. People with 
cognitive disabilities usually have a permanent need for Easy-to-Read. 
In the paper we will discuss similarities and differences of selected criteria implemented to produce Easy-to-
Read and Plain language information [7] and we will show that the implementation of guidelines for accessible 
content will significantly address a huge target group. 
3. Challenges Providing Accessible Web Content 
3.1. Addressed Target Groups of Accessible Content 
For years accessible content has been understood as a specific need of people with cognitive disabilities and to 
some extent as a need of deafblind people, people who are pre-lingually deaf and persons with dementia. Apart 
from these population stratums others ask for information that is easy-to-follow, i.e. recent immigrants from 
countries having another mother language and poor readers [8]. Investigation however demonstrates a far broader 
need for accessible content [9, 10]. Table 1 gives an overview on the literacy levels of the German adult population 
[9] in combination with levels of accessible content and the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages [11]. 
Illiteracy is when people can read, understand and write single words - but not whole sentences. Illiterates are 
affected by reading also standard words letter by letter. Functional illiteracy is when people can read or write 
single phrases, but not continuous information. People with poor writing skills do not meet the basic requirements 
at the end of compulsory school. Illiteracy, functional illiteracy, as well as poor reading and writing skills are 
detected among all population stratums. The topic concerns recent immigrants and native speakers for more of the 
half of concerned people are German native speakers. Inadequate literacy can be identified through nearly all 
vocations. It concerns one out of eight employees and approximately every fifth young person [9]. 
It is to be assumed that apart from Germany the results of the LEO-study [9] are similar to further industrialized 
countries [12] which overall means a huge group of human beings benefiting from accessible content. 
The paper will classify why these literacy levels accord to the levels of accessible content and how they match 
the CEFR [11]. 
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Table 1. Literacy levels of the German adult population (18-64 years of age) [9] in combination with levels of accessible content (E2R – Easy-
to-Read, PL – Plain language) and the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages [11] 
Literacy level Alpha 
level 
Percentage of 
adult 
population 
Amount 
(summarized) 
Accessible 
content level 
Common European 
Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR) 
Illiteracy α1 0,60 % 0,3 million -- -- 
Functional 
illiteracy 
α2 3,90 % 2,0 million E2R A1 
α3 10,00 % 5,2 million E2R A1 – A2 
Intermediate 
total 
of (functional) 
illiteracy 
 14,50 % 7,5 million 
 
 
Poor writing 
skills α4 25,90 % 13,3 million E2R and PL A2 – B1 
Total of  
functional 
illiteracy and 
poor writing 
skills 
 40,40 % 20,8 million 
 
 
Adequate and 
advanced writing 
skills 
> α4 59,70 % 30,8 million 
PL and 
complex 
formulated 
text 
B1, B2, C1, C2 
3.2. The Communication Levels of the Target Audience And Published Information 
As presented previously more than 40% of the German population possesses a need for E2R or PL [9]. Easy-to-
Read would accord to level A1 and A2 and Plain language to level B1 of the Common European Framework [13, 
14]. Spaß am Lesen [15] demonstrates a big gap between the given reading, writing and listening skills of Germans 
and the complexity of information used in everyday communication of private institutions and public authorities. 
The majority of Germans is using literacy level B1 and B2. Public and private institutions however mainly publish 
information at literacy level C1. Figure 2 shows the literacy levels of the German adult population in combination 
with the communication level of public authorities and companies [15]. 
It can be assumed that this discrepancy between literacy skills and text level is to be found in both print and 
Web information for the revision of the text complexity asks for financial resources and the according knowledge 
how to present content in a way that is easy-to-follow. In order to make Web content accessible to the average 
human being as well as to people with limited literacy skills, this existing discrepancy should be solved. We 
assume that public and private institutions – based on different ethic approaches – want to reach their target 
audience. 
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Fig. 1: Literacy level of the German adult population in combination with the communication level of public authorities and companies [15] 
3.3. Existing Knowledge of Web Designers With Regard to Accessible Content 
Accessible Web needs both technical accessibility and accessible content. A basic accessibility can be achieved 
by following the WCAG 2.0 [16]. WCAGs however are insufficient for people having a need for E2R information. 
They also ask for a strong usability aspect. Consequently, accessible Web design and usability are crucial in the 
context of E2R Web applications and latter requires a comprehensive expertise in both technical accessibility and 
accessible content. 
An implementation of accessible content on the Web is very underdeveloped in Europe and even less present 
accessible content in a way according to the W3C WAI guidelines [17]. It seems as if Web page and content 
developers have too little knowledge on writing information that is easy-to-read and easy-to-follow, and on the 
other side, those deriving from the social sector and those calling for E2R information on the internet lack of 
methods to provide accessible information as an integral part of accessible Web design [6]. 
Furthermore content accessibility is underrepresented because the regulations usually consider technical 
accessibility mainly. WCAG 2.0 [16] partially refers to the accessibility of content particularly principle 3 that 
defines that content and controls must be understandable. Especially guideline 3.1 “Make text content readable and 
understandable” claims accessible content. Although the advisory techniques for Guideline 3.1 lists 
 
• Using the clearest and simplest language appropriate for the content 
• Providing practical examples to clarify content 
• Avoiding unusual foreign words 
• Providing easy-to-read versions of basic information about a set of Web pages, including information about 
how to contact the Webmaster 
 
No further details on how to produce accessible content is provided. Although understanding is a success 
criterion in WCAG 2.0 [16] and that content should be written as clearly and simply as possible, but is not required 
for conformance. Together with the lack of knowledge of content developers in writing content that is easy-to-read 
and easy-to-understand [18] the missing instructions and the missing guidelines lead to the fact that accessible 
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content is often ignored. Furthermore there are hardly no tools for linguistic analysis and easy-to-read and 
grammar checking that supports authors in checking rules for length and complexity of sentences and therefore in 
the production of easy-to-read material. 
Benchmarks for level 3 of guideline 3.1 confirm the problematic situation that understandable content is hardly 
considered in accessible Web design although a huge group of human beings would benefit [9] from it.  
4. Solutions for the Provision of Accessible Web Content 
The gap between the presented information and the literacy levels of addressed target groups may lead to a 
reduced usage of written information. Practice in contrast reveals that people using information that is adapted to 
their literacy skills will be motivated to read and write more often. Following this and the statistical data above 
Plain language should become standard for the provision of accessible Web content in order to meet the literacy 
needs of the majority of the population. Information in Easy-to-Read should be published as soon as the target 
audience is clearly defined to have a need for this. 
Thus one of the main aspects of access to information for people with cognitive disabilities is the accessibility 
of the content - especially of written information. In [6] accessible content generation is presented as an integral 
part of the accessible web design process to enable a huge group of people to make use of the content presented on 
Web pages. This approach discusses accessible Web design and user involvement from a wider view that includes 
the following process steps: 
 
• Design and requirement analysis 
• Accessible Web design 
• Accessible content generation / Easy-to-Read 
• Accessibility support during operation 
 
The approach presented in this paper extends the proposed accessible content generation approach [6] in a way 
that different levels of accessible content (e.g. Plain language and Easy-to-Read) are considered and thus a broader 
group of end consumers is addressed. The workflow is extended accordingly. During the design and requirement 
analysis, also the needed text level has to be identified. During accessible content generation, the textual content 
must be written according to the text level identified in the requirement analysis. This text level must be retained 
during operation of the web page where content is updated or new content will be added to the Web page. 
5. Conclusion 
Accessible content is neither limited to people with cognitive disabilities nor to single people traveling, 
emigrating or immigrating to foreign countries. Underlying investigation [9, 10, 15] demonstrates that a plain 
language level that is easy-to-understand is useful in many cases and for a huge target group.  
Moreover accessibility is obviously a need for a lot of human beings and a comfort to all others. The 
consideration of accessibility in combination with usability as well as an easy-to-understand text level reduces the 
complexity of the Web and leads to Web pages that are more user-friendly [2]. 
Websites should thus combine accessible Web Design and accessible content from the scratch. A plain language 
level is amongst others recommended to i.e. public authorities, enterprises, media. In fact, accessible content at 
least at a Plain Language level in combination with accessible Web Design should become an integral standard for 
all published Web content. Furthermore it is recommended to consider those who are at an even lower literacy 
level. So Easy-to-Read should also be used broadly, but at least where necessary. 
As the practice has shown, knowing the needs and the advantages of accessible content is often not sufficient to 
be realized. A universal, legally binding standard is needed to ensure that the demand for accessible content on 
accessible Web pages will be implemented. All users benefit from such Web sites, but some user groups rely on 
accessible interfaces that are filled with accessible content. There are first legal regulations like the German BITV 
2.0 [2] that bring together the need for Web accessibility and the need to offer accessible content. Also the United 
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Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [19] has a very strong focus on accessibility and 
easy-to-read and clearly declares that access for people with disabilities to new information and communications 
technologies and systems, including the Internet is essential and that procedures, facilities and materials must be 
appropriate, accessible, easy to understand and easy to use. The implementation of this UN convention and the 
arising laws has the potential to bring the implementation of accessibility to a new level and can be a fundamental 
step to an accessible information society. 
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